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ABSTRACT
Mass higher education systems deal with an increasingly diverse and demanding
student population. Student expectations of quality, service and value for money
are rising as they take on an ever greater share of the burden of financing higher
education, while new for-profit providers of higher education are emerging to cater
for particular student groups, notably those already in paid employment. The
positioning of students as clients, customers or stakeholders has been a long-standing
source of contention in higher education, as has the emergence of management
responses which reflect these changing positions. The OECD Programme on Insti-
tutional Management in Higher Education chose to develop a project to provide
institutions with a range of information on the management implications of chang-
ing student expectations. The relevant issues and initial steps in the IMHE project
are outlined in this paper
It is now nearly three decades since Martin Trow published his study of the
implications of the transition from elite to mass higher education systems around
the world (Trow, 1973). Pressures arising from a change in the student body figured
prominently in his analysis, as universities struggled to adapt practices which had
evolved to cater for a small and relatively homogeneous group of students, pre-
dominantly in the 18-21 age group, being prepared for academic careers or for a
limited range of professions, notably law and medicine. Nowadays of course, a
higher proportion of the school leaver population engages in study at university;
they enter via a number of different pathways, and they seek preparation for a
wide range of professions. In Australia, for example, nearly 40% of those who complete
secondary schooling go on to higher education within two years (West, 1998, p. 71).
Further, people now need to develop new skills and stay abreast of rapid growth
in knowledge throughout their working lives, and so participation in higher educa-
tion among older age groups is of growing significance for universities; indeed the
Higher Education Management
 76
© OECD 2001
projections suggest that in many countries the major component of growth in the
higher education sector over the next decade will be in the lifelong learner mar-
ket. In Australia, for example, it is now the case that nearly 40% of university stu-
dents are over 24 years in age. Along with this growth in numbers comes a greater
diversity in terms of class, gender, race, ethnicity and academic preparation. These
are all factors, which challenge the capacity of longstanding university policies and
procedures.
More students now come to university with strong expectations that the expe-
rience not only will assist in a practical way their preparation for life and the work-
force, but also will accommodate their need to engage in paid employment while
studying. In Australia between 1994 and 1999 the percentage of full-time first-year
undergraduates with a part-time job rose from 43% to 51%, and those with such
jobs are generally working longer hours. These “learner-earners” are attending
university alongside an expanding population of “earners-learners”, older stu-
dents who already have a job and are attending university on a part-time basis.
Students in the latter group often have substantial professional and life experi-
ence, and many pay full tuition fees. They come to university with high expecta-
tions of academic standards and service, and many of them expect to be able to
apply the fruits of their studies to their immediate professional benefit.
Alongside this growth and diversification in the student body, broader
changes have been taking place in society, such as those which emphasize the
rights of consumers and require accountability and procedural fairness from pro-
viders of products and services. Relationships have also changed between univer-
sities and the societies within which they are located. Perhaps most importantly,
universities have been caught up in broader currents of change driven by taxpayer
demands for government funds to be well spent. One result of this pattern is that
government funding of universities has become more tightly rationed and subject
to more stringent conditions. Universities are now expected to be professionally
run, and responsive both to their students’ needs and the outside world: not only
do government funding bodies expect universities to prepare strategic plans,
manage their assets and account closely for their funding, but also students are
demanding high quality teaching as well as efficient and contemporary systems for
handling their administrative transactions with the university.
Universities are also being pushed further into participation in markets, or
quasi markets, where they compete with one another as well as with new provid-
ers, for students and for research money. Sheila Slaughter and Gary Leslie, in their
book, Academic Capitalism, trace back the influence of markets on universities in the
United States, the UK and Australia to the 1980s, where they argue that market
pressures led to changes in academic professional work that were in kind rather
than in degree (Slaughter and Leslie, 1999, p. 5). Their research viewed changes in
universities as primarily due to a focus on maintaining and expanding revenue in
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the face of increased competition and declining block funding from government.
The effects of such changes are multiple, and examined in depth in their book
which focuses largely on the research side of academic activity. They argue that
academics will pursue research resources over teaching money since research
accrues prestige and selective status. This preference is underlined by increas-
ingly marginal levels of government funding for teaching extra students and insti-
tutional policies which provide incentives for staff to pursue external research
funding.
Nevertheless, universities must also pay due attention to their students if
they are to maintain financial viability. This is likely to be accentuated in coming
years as more countries increase the contributions made by students towards the
cost of their education and seek to direct funding in more “student centred” ways.
The former provides students with an additional cause to take an active and
demanding interest in the type and quality of their university experience, while
the latter has the potential to influence individual and institutional behavior in
ways akin to the “academic capitalism” described by Slaughter and Leslie.
“Student centred” funding means establishing a direct financial relationship
between the student and the university, either through a tuition fee or some form
of voucher. Vouchers periodically attract the interest of governments, but practical
problems have meant they have not been widely implemented. It is one thing for
government to issue vouchers to qualified school leavers; but in many countries a
large proportion of university students enter via other pathways, thereby ensuring
that the introduction of vouchers would likely be administratively complex. Tuition
fees, by contrast, are growing in importance as sources of institutional revenue,
particularly in the so-called lifelong learning market of working adults.
Whatever the merits or otherwise of tuition fees for higher education, there is
a strong argument that a direct financial relationship between students and insti-
tutions would encourage more attention to student needs. Slaughter and Leslie
note that in private colleges and universities in the United States, tuition revenue
is an important part of institutional revenues and “the result is that students are
treated as important clients … the contrast with student treatment in public uni-
versities is often stark” (Slaughter and Leslie, 1999, p. 237). However, Simon
Marginson offers a dissenting view. He argues that market competition in higher
education is influenced by the nature of higher education as a positional good. By
this he means that the value of university education is, at least in part, relative
rather than absolute and it is perceived value rather than intrinsic quality which
guides student choice. Further, “quality tends to be determined by where the sta-
tus goods are found, rather than status determined by quality – ‘quality’ education
is associated with elite institutions, with the presence of sandstone and ivy, rather
than literacy rates or student evaluation of teaching. The quality of teaching and
learning is incidental, except as a post hoc rationalization of elite placement”
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(Marginson, 1998, p. 84). In other words, students will still pursue education at
elite universities because of status reasons, even if such elite universities pay less
attention to teaching quality.
However, Marginson’s observations do not mean that elite institutions can be
entirely complacent. Market competition may be inherently unequal across a sys-
tem, but experience to date with full-fee paying programs in the postgraduate
coursework and overseas student areas demonstrates that elite institutions must
at least compete with each other, while other institutions will vie for niches and
must work harder to persuade prospective students, particularly those who would
otherwise qualify for entrance to an elite university, of the relative value of their
offerings. Few if any universities can now afford to ignore the changing role of uni-
versity students, and the transition of the student population from an elite group of
submissive patronized apprentices to a large and diverse collection of demanding
clients.
THE CHANGING ROLE OF STUDENTS
Such a blunt formulation is, of course, far from widely accepted in higher edu-
cation. Many academics feel an instinctive aversion to hearing students described
as customers or clients. Craig Swenson, Regional Vice-President at the University
of Phoenix, has pointed out that such aversion might stem partly from a flawed
understanding of the terminology. He suggests that academics with little or no
actual business experience seem to assume that business people accept at face
value the phrase “the customer is always right” (Swenson, 1998). Such a literal
interpretation does not of course apply in the business world, particularly for pro-
fessional and expert services, where customers and clients defer to the knowledge
of the providers. As Swenson puts it: “Bankers don’t let customers set interest
rates on their loans, nor do hospitals ask patients how to set broken bones. In the
same vein, recognising students as customers does not mean allowing them to
dictate what topics the curriculum should include or what grades they should
receive.”
However, concerns about viewing students as customers can also be traced to
beliefs about the fundamental nature of higher education. In one view, the rela-
tionship between an academic and student is one of guidance and mentoring with
an aim of developing the student in various ways – as an educated individual and
as a future professional or academic. To the extent that there is an analogy with
the external world, the appropriate formulation is that of apprentice and master
rather than provider and client. The latter terms, so it is claimed, do disservice to
higher education by reducing it to a commodified transaction. While many would
agree with this stance, there are probably fewer today who would publicly side
with the view of Thorstein Veblen when he wrote in 1918:
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“… the student who comes up to the university for the pursuit of knowledge
is expected to know what he wants and to want it without compulsion. If he falls
short in these respects, if he has not the requisite interest and initiative, it is his
own misfortune, not the fault of his teacher” (Veblen, 1993, p. 14).
Veblen was writing of what he called “the higher learning”, which ascribed
proper university status only to what we would nowadays call research and post-
graduate research training. However, our universities are now much broader in
their scope, and attitudes towards students derived from one tradition do not sit
easily with contemporary requirements. Nevertheless, echoes of such traditional
disregard for student learning remain. Reviewing the trends towards emphasizing
teaching and learning in higher education over the past two decades Marvin Lazerson
of the University of Pennsylvania recently noted that:
“many in higher education even wonder what the fuss is all about. Learning
is … still widely viewed as a student and elementary/secondary school
problem. Either students come to college with the skills and motivation to
learn or they do not. If there is a problem with learning, it is not higher edu-
cation’s …. This belief that the problems of learning are someone else’s, not
theirs, provides professors with an enormous defense against rethinking
their responsibilities towards students” (Lazerson, 2000, p. 19).
Major changes in views of student roles came with the waves of student pro-
test in the 1960s and 1970s. In many countries students demanded greater repre-
sentation in decision making and governance and, in some cases, particularly in
the United States, they agitated for changes to curricula to reflect what were seen
as more “relevant” political and social themes. In more recent times, Western uni-
versities have seen another shift, as student political activity has generally
yielded to concerns with the ability of higher education to offer a solid base for
professional careers and economic security. This is particularly noticeable in Aus-
tralia, where higher education has always had a more vocational flavor than in the
UK or the United States systems. Relevance nowadays is frequently interpreted
more in professional and vocational terms than in relation to political or social
agendas. In general, student political unrest in the West is now considered less
legitimate, although it remains important in many developing countries where
“civil society” is poorly established and where students are among the few groups
with some degree of knowledge and freedom (Altbach, 1999).
Students, their parents and employers, and government, now demand
accountability, professional standards of service and high quality education from
universities. But in this environment, universities should not trade one limited
notion of the role of students for another. Ruth Dunkin, recently appointed as
vice-chancellor of Australia’s RMIT University, identifies two points of tension in
the “customer-provider” view of higher education (Dunkin, 2000). The first is the
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focus on the accumulation of private value to the individual, rather than the wider
dissemination of the benefits of education to the community. The second tension
is the implied definition of the object of the educational transaction as a defin-
able, limited “product”. Instead of focusing solely on the student as customer who
exchanges money for service from a university, Dunkin suggests that there are
three sets of exchanges which add depth to higher education. They are those
between students and the university; between students and the community; and
between the community and the university.
Dunkin goes on to say, in relation to the student-university relationship:
“At the micro level, the relationship of the individual student to the university
is usefully conceived as similar to that of a client seeking professional ser-
vices like accounting or health care. As with signing up to a course of medical
treatment, the agreement between student and institution is not simply an
exchange of money for services. The treatment is a process. The patient is
trusting that the doctor’s experience in treating other patients, and must sub-
mit to her judgement, while at the same time being an active participant in the
treatment – undertaking exercises, taking prescribed medication, monitoring
her own condition.
The concept of the partnership between students and staff to reach an agreed
goal has been embodied by many institutions in the form of a “learning contract”,
making explicit the responsibilities of each party. This contract asks students to
take responsibility for their own learning. Its success depends on students’ ability
to articulate their desired goals. The parallel responsibility of the institution is to
empower students to be able to fulfil this responsibility.
The implications of striving for this balance place a responsibility on staff to
acknowledge the power differential between themselves and students and
work in a way that reduces this gap. Staff must ensure that they are respond-
ing to students’ needs, and fulfilling their professional responsibilities to
keep up to date on educational theory and best practice, as well as practice
in their own fields.”
The university experience for students extends, of course, beyond the relation-
ship with academic staff. Students deal with university bureaucracies from the point
of lodging an application for enrolment, through the processes of enrolment, assign-
ment to classes, and graduation or departure. Many students also avail themselves
of a range of services provided by universities, such as counselling and career guid-
ance. Others might wish to appeal academic results, or seek redress for discrimina-
tion or harassment from staff or other students. In these non-academic relationships,
the notion of “student as a client” is clearly less problematic.
In either case – whether we are referring to academic or non-academic relation-
ships, students as customers, clients or stakeholders – terminology is secondary to
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the practical need to recognise that students should be treated with respect, their
rights and responsibilities defined and assured, and their needs and expectations
at least understood and acknowledged, if not always met.
THE IMHE PROJECT 
It was within this context that the OECD Programme on Institutional Management
in Higher Education (IMHE) chose, as part of its 1999-2000 work programme, to
develop a project to provide institutions with a range of information on the manage-
ment implications of changing student expectations. It was further proposed that the
project be managed in an on-line format, using a Web page and e-mail discussion
forum.
Initial information about the project and the web-site address were e-mailed
to over 200 individuals drawn from a listing of IMHE members and other contacts.
The target group comprised European, UK and Australian universities. In
response, some 49 individuals replied that they would be interested in receiving
further updates about the project and participating in the forum.
However, it became apparent early in the process that the project was suffer-
ing from two significant difficulties. First, the scope of the issue was extremely
broad, indeed it could in principle encompass almost all aspects of university
operations. In such circumstances, responses could be pitched at any level, and
initially focused on the philosophical aspects of viewing students as customers or
clients, rather than on the management responses to student expectations. Sec-
ond, the on-line forum itself proved inadequate in stimulating feedback, much less
interaction or discussion of the contributions posted by others. There are several
possible factors, which may have been at work in this regard:
• For many people, E-mail communication tends to be less formal and struc-
tured than other forms of written communication. Cultural and linguistic fac-
tors may also have been at play here, since the responses in this project
were in English and frequently lengthy, which may have deterred European
contributors.
• An on-line forum pre-supposes that people will be able to find the time to
participate by providing responses, reading postings or responding to what
others have written. However, in contrast to attendance at workshops or
conferences, the on-line forum does not provide designated time for these
tasks.
• On-line discussion groups have been employed in teaching and learning
situations in universities for some years now. While some have reported
that e-mail communications can, with suitable moderation and stimulation
from a teacher, encourage otherwise diffident students to participate in
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class discussions, others have found problems. In many cases, participants
prefer to “lurk” and passively view the contributions made by others, rather
than to participate actively themselves. At QUT, for example, we have found
that unless participation in on-line discussion groups is an assessable part
of the course of study, discussion can often be dominated by a few individ-
uals or groups. A published case study of a web-based distance education
course at a major US university also found that even where students partici-
pate in e-mail exchanges, frustrations can arise from the lack of interactivity
in asynchronous communication and misunderstandings about expected
styles (Hara and Kling, 1999).
To help focus the project, three questions were posed in order to stimulate
more specific responses. These questions touch on aspects of different stages of
students’ experience of universities: first, as they deal with university administra-
tion; second, as they are taught; and third, as some seek redress for perceived
problems. The three questions were as follows:
• Information systems: how far advanced are universities’ plans for the
development of on-line systems to handle student transactions, including
enrolments and payments? What are the plans for the future?
• Student evaluations and feedback: how systematically are universities
offering students the opportunity to provide feedback about their studies?
Some universities have used one-off surveys, and many use regular student
evaluations of teaching or courses. The latter are widespread, and some-
times mandated, in many US universities, and are largely left to the discre-
tion of academic staff in Australia. Do universities have plans to use student
evaluations more systematically? If so, to whom are the results made available
and how are the results used?
• Student grievances: how are universities responding to student grievances,
as part of or beyond their legislative requirements? Do they have one (or
more) Student Ombudsman or similar positions, to deal with such griev-
ances? If so, how do the people in such positions operate? What authority
do they have, and to whom do they report?
Eighteen responses were provided to these three focus areas, all but three
emanating from Australian universities. A summary of the three issues, and the
responses received, is set out below. Those who are interested in further details
can access the postings on the website: http://www.qut.edu.au/imhe
Information systems
By and large, the student experience of university administration and bureau-
cracy is notoriously poor. With the advent of high performance networked comput-
ing, and the growth in applications of computing for administrative purposes in
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other sectors of the economy, it might be expected that universities would be able
to make substantial improvements.
There is little point in dwelling in detail on this aspect of change within uni-
versities other than to highlight two important points. The first is that for most uni-
versities, particularly those with populations of students who come to a physical
campus, there is not as yet strong evidence for demand for on-line systems for
dealing with financial transactions. Most institutions remain concerned about
issues of privacy and security in this area, and many students still lack the facili-
ties for connecting to university sites prior to enrolment (it is readily appreciated
that this situation may change significantly over the next few years). The second
point, however, is that there is strong impetus for the development of integrated
and smoothly functioning systems for student administration once students have
enrolled. “Integrated” in the context means the desirability for such systems to be
able to deal with all aspects of student administration, including enrolment changes,
time tabling of classes and so on, and also with finance and staffing information and
external reporting and accounting requirements. Further, the growing use of on-line
systems for teaching and learning will in coming years mean that co-ordination of
administrative and academic information technology will be important.
For large complex institutions such as universities, these are formidable chal-
lenges. Many institutions are weighing the benefits and risks of in-house system
development versus deployment of commercial software. In either case, such
developments require increasingly sophisticated project management and risk
management from universities, as well as co-ordination, not only of previously
separate areas within each university, but also among different universities. Some
countries have already pursued national co-ordination of the purchase and devel-
opment of administrative computing: in Australia this has been a costly and cum-
bersome process, which has since splintered into different groups of universities
pursuing particular products and packages.
Student evaluations and feedback
Many higher education students are dissatisfied with the quality of feedback
they receive and the level of interaction they experience with academic teaching
staff during the course of their university studies. In a report on student experi-
ences and expectations produced for the UK Dearing Committee in 1997, fewer
than half of the students surveyed were satisfied with the level of feedback they
received (Callender, 1997). Similarly, in Australia annual national surveys of gradu-
ates have shown that nearly half of those graduating for the first time reported that
feedback was mostly in terms of marks and grades, around 40% felt that staff do not
put a lot of time into commenting on their work, and nearly one third disagreed with
Higher Education Management
 84
© OECD 2001
the statement that “teaching staff normally gave me helpful feedback on how I was
going” (Coaldrake and Stedman, 1998, p. 75).
Some trace such student disconnection from their learning environments to
the advent of mass higher education. Yet the earlier quotations from Veblen and
Lazerson indicate that a certain degree of indifference towards student learning
has been a longstanding issue in higher education. Despite a move in many higher
education systems to emphasise the importance of teaching and learning, and to
adopt strategies to lift the teaching profile so that it sits alongside that of research,
demonstrable improvements remain elusive. The advent of on-line platforms for
teaching and learning has introduced additional impetus for concentrating on
teaching reform, but adopting on-line teaching and learning adds further layers of
complexity. As pressures for change mount, with these pressures driven both by
internal advocates of improvement and by the expectations of students, govern-
ments and others, many academics have voiced concerns that changes are being
driven by fundamentally inappropriate views of higher education. This is particu-
larly evident in fears about the increasing use of student evaluations of teaching.
Student evaluation of teaching has been widespread in US colleges and uni-
versities for a very long time, and many years of research and practice have
ensured that such evaluation has a robust level of validity and utility. The practice
of student evaluation of teaching is growing rapidly in other countries; already
widespread in many secondary school systems it is also being extended systemat-
ically to university teaching. In most Australian universities, it is being imple-
mented on a regular basis, always with the avowed objective of enabling staff to
improve their teaching, but in some instances also with the results being provided
to managers for summative purposes. In the UK the growing influence of the Qual-
ity Assurance Agency is placing pressure on institutions to demonstrate that such
evaluations are taking place.
Responses to the IMHE questions from Finland and Sweden also showed evi-
dence of the growth of this practice: at the University of Turku in Finland plans are
being developed for a more systematic use of course evaluations, although it is
emphasised that the purpose of such evaluations is for teaching development, not
staff appraisal, and the methods of evaluation are left to departments. A respon-
dent from Uppsala University in Sweden noted that course evaluations had a long
history at that institution, but only in some parts of the University. Recently, how-
ever, they have been made mandatory and the Swedish Government is likely to
prescribe compulsory course evaluations by a change in the Higher Education Act
later this year.
The emerging trend towards almost universal adoption of student evaluations
of teaching, and the parallel trend to make the results available to university man-
agers, underline the importance of proper interpretation of the results. Take, for
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example, the following view expressed by a professor of journalism at an American
university:
“The institution of student evaluations is one of a number of factors that has
resulted in an increase in pressure to look upon students as consumers – and
the adoption by many in the higher education bureaucracy of the ‘traditional’
business philosophy which holds that ‘the customer is never wrong’” (Martinson,
2000, p. 80).
The above view reflects the important point that fears about particular poli-
cies, which may or may not be traceable back to treating students as customers or
clients, are often based on a misconceived view of what such treatment might
mean. Already mention has been made of the fundamental error of assuming that
businesses deal with clients by slavishly pandering to their demands, and in
higher education the same should be true. If managers also have overly simplistic
views of how students should be treated as clients, and always insist on glowing
student evaluations, then academic fears are justified. Student satisfaction is not
synonymous with good quality university teaching. However, student evaluations
of teaching provide useful and important information, and if students are deeply
and consistently dissatisfied with their education experience then this should be
known and acted upon.
Student grievances
Any organisation that seeks to establish a professional relationship with its
clients or customers needs to implement some formalised processes for dealing
with complaints. While universities might take issue with the terminology of stu-
dents as customers or clients, student complaints over academic or administrative
matters are an important reality, and formal or informal procedures need to be
developed to deal with them.
Such procedures vary greatly among the different higher education systems
around the world, and within particular countries. In the UK, for example, many of
the older universities have a University Visitor who acts as a final arbiter on stu-
dent complaints. Visitors include members of the Royal Family, the church or the
peerage. The Dearing Committee in its 1997 Report on UK Higher Education
noted that complaints from students are likely to increase, particularly as student
expectations and financial commitments increase. Dearing also noted the evi-
dence of increasing disputes between institutions and their students, about both
academic and non-academic matters, including litigation, as well as concerns from
staff and students about the way in which some cases had been handled. Dearing
recommended that universities should review their complaints policies and pro-
cedures to ensure that: they reflect the principles of natural justice; they are trans-
parent and timely; they include procedures for reconciliation and arbitration; they
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include an independent, external element; and they are managed by a senior
member of staff. The task of developing some guidelines for this process was
given to the Quality Assurance Agency, which found that long-standing practices
did not yield easily. Some four years later, it appears that a consensus is emerging
in the UK that the Visitor system and the variability in formalisation of complaints
procedures should be replaced by more open and transparent mechanisms. A
Student Ombudsman in each university has been proposed as part of such a new
system.
Student Ombudsmen are already in place in several universities around the
world. Surprisingly, one respondent to the IMHE project from Uppsala University
in Sweden – the country of origin of the ombudsman – noted that his university
did not have such a position and indeed that the “university has no record of spe-
cific procedures concerning student grievances, apart from general procedures
emanating from the fact that Swedish universities are governmental agencies.”
The same respondent did note, however, that the issue had been raised recently
by students and that a Student Ombudsman position was under consideration.
The role of Student Ombudsman reflects the general principles attaching to
ombudsmen in the broader public arena, that is, they are there to investigate
issues, to support and reinforce institutional policies, and to act as a mediator.
Their role is usually not the first step in the investigatory process and such posi-
tions do not have executive powers. Other universities have created positions
such as Dean of Students, which may play a similar role.
HOW NEW PROVIDERS ARE RESPONDING TO STUDENT EXPECTATIONS
The IMHE project shows that most universities are engaging in major changes
to reflect the variety of external pressures and expectations they are experiencing.
However, many of those who work within universities are still uncertain and fearful
about these various forces which are at work, and mired in debates over terminol-
ogy. While traditional universities exhibit all the symptoms of a system in transi-
tion, new providers are emerging to cater for the rapidly escalating demands of
the knowledge economy. These new providers have no qualms about referring to
students as customers or clients, and they operate in some cases symbiotically
with traditional universities, in other cases in competition.
The Australian government has commissioned two studies of new higher
education providers, the most recent in conjunction with the UK Committee of
Vice-Chancellors and Principals.
The first study, published in 1998, examined the operations of new higher
education providers around the world, noting that the majority emanated from the
United States (Cunningham et al., 1998). The second study took a more detailed
look at a selected sample of the most successful and ambitious of these for-profit
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and corporate universities (Cunningham et al., 2000). One of the most striking fea-
tures was the professional nature of their operations, arising from their external
client focus and attention to their “students” as “customers”. The term “profes-
sional” in this context refers to the way in which they approach the education/
training enterprise in a similar way to the other parts of their business. These are
corporations with global businesses and missions, making billions of dollars a
year–or servicing those who work in such sectors. Considerable time, money and
effort are invested into making as seamless a transition as possible between the
work environment and the classroom. “Earner-learners” studying at the University
of Phoenix or Keller Graduate School of Management will walk into surroundings
similar to their workplace; classrooms are located in office buildings, business
parks, industrial estates and hotels. When staff  from Arthur Andersen or
McDonald’s University attend their corporations’ training centres in St-Charles and
Oak Brook, they are required to wear smart casual business dress. At Phoenix, the
customer focus is evident in positions such as Vice-President of University Ser-
vices, which incorporates the Office of the Registrar, Admissions and the Prior
Learning Assessment Centre. This client focus aims to facilitate the worker-student
involvement in education and training. Attention is also paid to a wide range of
auxiliary services, such as streamlined enrolment and admission procedures,
unlimited beverages at Arthur Andersen or McDonald’s, or free lifetime access to
the Internet, on-line library and on-line databases at the University of Phoenix.
The “for-profits” focus on “student-as-customer” underlines their selling
points of service provision, timeliness and convenience. Customer services con-
sume a large proportion of the staffing budgets of most for-profit educational
organisations. In traditional universities in the US, academic counselling is a role
which falls to teaching staff; at Keller and De Vry Institutes counselling is a special-
ised role, and staff are available 8 a.m-8 p.m. for advice and assistance in every-
thing from course choice, financial advice, and housing to photocopying.
Professionalisation of the teaching enterprise extends to the corporate invest-
ment in education and in resources, including technical staff support and physical
facilities and resources. Quality assurance processes are built into every step of
the education experience from initial inquiry to graduation. The education/training
enterprise is also systematically structured and designed to be evaluated, with
clearly defined processes, objectives and expected outcomes.
Teacher training of academic staff in the US corporate universities is often
mandatory. Curricula may be centrally developed and teachers required to follow
closely the curricula, even to the extent of adhering to “scripts”. Performance is
constantly monitored; sometimes this is quite overt, as at Keller Graduate School
where Centre Directors sit-in on classes once each term; and at McDonald’s where
one-way mirrors are used in the face-to-face classrooms. At the University of Phoe-
nix, transcripts of online classes can be reviewed if students complain that they
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have not received value for money’. While some of the more extreme forms of
monitoring may be reasonably seen as “over the top” in a university setting, it is
worthwhile understanding how commercially-oriented providers are attempting to
assure and demonstrate service and quality for their students. Conventional uni-
versities need at least to consider whether students can be persuaded that
approaches to university teaching and learning are in their own best interests,
rather than simply those which suit the habits of academic staff.
Both curriculum and content are increasingly determined by the limited time
availability of the “earner-learner” and the “learner-earner”. In meeting the needs
of their adult worker students with domestic, work and community responsibili-
ties, for-profit providers are accommodating a part-time student market with an
instrumentalist, vocational approach to their learning needs. “Learn tonight, apply
tomorrow” is a refrain frequently heard from both staff and students in those insti-
tutions.
There is a strong trend to the “modularisation” of content via resources that
students can access on demand, and accumulate towards a longer program. At its
extreme, this is expressed in Ford’s rubric of “bumper-sticker sized bits of infor-
mation”, “chunks of learning – learning sized bites”.
Formal education/training is increasingly perceived as one “set” of more gen-
eral learning strategies that encompass coaching, mentoring and experiential
learning. For Arthur Andersen, the value of their programs at St Charles is the pro-
vision of a real working environment, a real team, and a real problem, which stu-
dents are able to tackle with their respective individual skills. The practitioner
trained in a pragmatic and facilitative teaching approach is seen as more likely to
succeed in allowing students to learn experientially and from other students.
Earner-learners have the added advantage of maturity and a consciousness of
their role as “customer”. They demand “value for money”. University of Phoenix
staff consider them demanding because they stretch teachers to be relevant and
skilful.
Most of the new providers emphasise the convenience of their operations for
their students, but there is an important distinction to make here between conve-
nience and what traditional universities sometimes refer to as “flexible delivery”
or “open learning”. The for-profits emphasise that they do not offer a smorgasbord
from which students can pick and choose. On the contrary, courses tend to be
highly structured, reflecting the demand not only from students but also from
industry. This is a point frequently overlooked by some of the advocates of online
education, who assume that merely making subjects available over the Web will
build a meaningful virtual university.
By and large, the new providers focus primarily on the education and training
needs of working adults, particularly in the fields of business and information
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technology. As such, they might be considered of relatively minor relevance for
universities which have traditionally catered for young adults seeking their first
degree or graduate students pursuing training in research. However, for most uni-
versities, “earner-learners” are of increasing importance, as is the trend towards
undergraduates themselves becoming “learner-earners”. Such students have
heightened expectations that universities will not only provide them with a qual-
ity education, but that they will do so in ways which are convenient and which
treat them with the status/standing to which they feel entitled. 
For-profit and corporate universities have obvious deficiencies from the view-
point of conventional higher education. Some choose to dismiss these new play-
ers as overly reductionist, providing little more than a narrow vocational training
driven by the desire to make a profit. However there are two points to make to
those who are dismissive. First, these providers may not be models to be emu-
lated in all respects, and this may be particularly true of their approaches to cur-
riculum and deeper learning. They nevertheless provide useful illustrations of
professional operations, and they show how students can play a more active and
valued role in their own education and training. Second, traditional higher educa-
tion has often claimed its superior quality and commitment to deeper learning,
but has often resisted attempts to verify such claims. While it is true that such
attempts have in the past sometimes been clumsy and simplistic, academics
themselves by and large have been slow to understand the importance of producing
acceptable alternatives. 
CONCLUSIONS
The ideal of universities as self-governing communities of autonomous schol-
ars may not exist in reality, but it is nevertheless apparent that universities remain
largely organised and managed in ways which reflect primarily the aspirations and
needs of academic staff. Further, many of the views held about students by aca-
demics derive from a past when students were young, submissive and academi-
cally elite. Many academics strongly object to referring to students as clients or
customers, but are comfortable to talk about student and “teaching load”, and to
seek “teaching relief” in order to pursue research. External parties, on whom uni-
versities rely heavily for income and support, increasingly expect university edu-
cation to be conducted accountably and professionally. This is particularly true of
the growing body of “earner-learners” who are often themselves practising profes-
sionals in their own areas of employment. New education providers are emerging
to cater for this growing area of higher education, and they are prepared to offer
high levels of convenience and service.
Too great a discrepancy between external expectations and internal academic
attitudes does not augur well for traditional universities. Of course, it can be
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argued that universities operate as they do in order to protect quality, to ensure
academic autonomy, and to operate in the best educational interests of the stu-
dents. Too great an emphasis on responding to students’ expressed preferences
could compromise standards. While this may be true, if universities are unable to
demonstrate that they are in fact preserving standards, instead of simply preserv-
ing antiquated or patronising attitudes towards students, then they will continue
to lose respect and patronage (or “market share”, for those prepared to indulge in
such language).
Burton Clark’s research highlights the importance of enabling suitable forms
of entrepreneurialism to flourish in our universities. Entrepreneurialism implies a
capacity and willingness to understand and engage with the needs of particular
groups, be they students, governments or industry. Universities, particularly non-
profit universities, have a unique role to play in society, and must pursue unique
forms of entrepreneurial activity: Burton Clark uses the apparently oxymoronic
term “collegial entrepreneurialism” (Clark, 2000) to describe this challenge. It
implies a marriage between the values and practices of the “academic heartland”
and the “steering core”, which needs not only to steer but also to ensure appropri-
ate levels of accountability and coherence across the university. The implications
of this for university managers are sweeping, and have only been broadly and
briefly canvassed in this paper. For the future, more focussed work is needed to
share information, ideas and practices which can help develop locally-relevant
solutions to these global problems.
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